See, how the Dean begins to break! Poor gentleman, he drops apace! You plainly find it in his face. That JONATHAN SWIFT is one of the greatest geniuses of English letters, and one whose stature increases with the years. In the last few years alone a vast amount of critical and biographical literature about him has been published. In spite of this he remains a most enigmatic personality. His public career abounds with contradictions and paradoxes, and his private life, particularly his relationships with women, is at first sight equally puzzling.
The Mental and Physical Health of Dean Swift And again:
I had a little turn in my head this morning, which, though it did not last above a minute, yet being of the true sort, has made me as weak as a dqg this day.
Later, in 1724, he complained:
I have been this month past so pestered with a return of the noise and deafness in my ears that I had not the spirit to perform the common offices of life.
Writing to Charles Ford on 9 October I733 he says:
it is very long since I writ to you, or heard from you; and indeed it is long since I writ to anybody else, For It is clear that although he became more gloomy and depressed as he grew older, at no time until his terminal illness was he in any way incapable. When in 1737 after the Bettesworth affair an address of gratitude and support was presented to him it is on record that when this paper was delivered Swift was in bed, giddy and deaf, having been some time before seized with one of his fits; but he dictated an answer in which there is all the dignity ofhabitual pre-eminence and all the resignation of humble piety.
The popular idea that Swift was mad seems to originate from biographies written by Johnson and by Sir Walter Scott. Both these Lives contain phrases such as 'madness . . . compounded of rage and fatuity' and 'Frantic fits of passion'-but neither adduce any real evidence to show that Swift's mind was diseased. The idea seems to have arisen in the first instance from Swift's habit of referring to his attacks of giddiness, deafness and sickness as 'fitts', 'fitts of deafness', 'a small giddy fitt and swimming in head-M.D. and God help me'. This constant talk of 'fitts' also led to the theory being put forward that the Dean suffered from epilepsy. There is nothing degrading in suffering from the disease which is said to have afflicted St. Paul, Caesar and Mohammed; but Swift was not an epileptic. It is quite obvious from reading his journals that he used the word 'fit' when we would say 'attack'.
Swift was therefore a life-long sufferer from Meniere's disease, and he was not insane. But he was undoubtedly a psychopath, for his constant references to the bodily excreta amount to a pathological obsession. Dr. Johnson wrote:
The greatest difficulty that occurs, in analysing his character, is to discover by what depravity of intellect he took delight in revolving ideas, from which almost every other mind shrinks with disgust. The ideas of pleasure, even when criminal, may solicit the imagination, but what has disease, deformity, and filth, upon which the mind can be allured to dwell?
T. G. Wilson The answer of course is that Swift like John Donne, Charles Dickens and Johnson himself was an obsessional, and this was the form his obsession took.
Sir Walter Russell Brain (1952) says that the answer is that not only was Swift an obsessional personality but he was also emotionally arrested at an immature state of development. He reminds us that jokes about excretion are normal in boys below the age of puberty, after which their place is taken by jokes about sex. Further, it is acknowledged that sexual immaturity is not incompatible with great intellectual development, or even especially with intellectual development amounting to genius.
Such a man as Swift, however, cannot be regarded as merely emotionally immature. He is exposed by the very combination of his intellectual genius with his emotional immaturity to mental stresses and strains greater than those to which ordinary men are subject and which themselves contribute to his emotional instability.
Sir Walter goes on to quote the well-known passage from Gulliver's Voyage to the Houyhnhnms:
As soon as I entered the house, my wife took me in her arms and kissed me, at which, having not been used to the touch of that odious animal for so many years, I fell in a swoon for almost an hour. At the time I am writing it is five years since my last return to England: during the first year I could not endure my wife or children in my presence, the very smell of them was intolerable, much less could I suffer them to eat in the same room. To this hour they dare not presume to touch my bread, or drink out of the same cup, neither was I ever able to let one of them take me by the hand.
No author, surely [says Sir Walter] would project these feelings upon one of his characters if he had not experienced them himself and no man so revolted by the flesh could achieve a normal married life. This is plausible, but if it is accepted we must go some distance farther. The passage continues:
The first money I laid out was to buy two young stone-horses, which I keep in a good stable, and next to them the groom is my greatest favourite; for I feel my spirits revived by the smell he contracts in the stable. My horses understand me tolerably well; I converse with them at least four hours every day. They are strangers to bridle or saddle; they live in great amity with me, and friendship to each other.
If we believe Sir Walter in the first instance, it now follows that Gulliver and therefore Swift himself preferred horses and men to women. In other words, he is open to charges of homosexuality and--shall we be squeamish and say hippophilia?-Gulliver's sentiments in this respect are underlined by a curious poem printed among the preliminary pages of some of the early editions of Gulliver. This poem is said to have been written by Pope (Eddy, I925 How all this suits with my behaviour to the woman in hand you may easily imagine, when you know that there is something in me which must be employed, and when I am alone turns all, for want of practice, into speculation and thought.....
Who 'the woman in hand' was we do not know. Elrington Ball says that she 'seems to have been a substitute' whom he found to amuse him during his stay at Leicester.
Betty Jones disappears from the scene, but we hear of her again long afterwards in a letter Swift wrote in 1728-9 to the Reverend John Worrall, the Dean's Vicar and the husband of the 'chearfull woman with a clear voice'. Swift says, referring to Betty:
My prudent mother was afraid I should be in love with her; but when I went to London, she married an innkeeper in Loughborough.... This woman, my mistress with a pox, left several children, who are all dead but one daughter, Anne by name.
There is no suggestion that Anne was Betty's daughter by Swift, and indeed no reason to think she was. What he meant by the somewhat unclerical reference to Betty as 'my mistress with a pox' is beyond the present writer, but no doubt a student of the period would understand it immediately.
The next affair of Swift's which we know of is the celebrated episode with Miss Jane Waring, or Varina, as he called her. This took place during Swift's first incumbency, as Vicar of Kilroot, near Carrickfergus, County Antrim. He has been severely taken to task for his treatment of poor Varina, but probably without just cause. It is a simple story. He fell in love with her and proposed to her; she refused him, but some years later, after he had left Kilroot, she changed her mind and wrote to him saying so. In the meanwhile Swift had also changed his mind, as any other young man might have done. But Swift was not an ordinary young man. The letter he wrote back to her was very characteristic, and it is on the score of this letter that criticism lies. Varina may have been fortunate for she does not appear to have been likely to make a suitable wife for Swift. She cannot have been a very hot-blooded creature, for she died unmarried about the year 1720. The Mental and Physical Health of Dean Swift his credit there is reason to believe that he did not let her realize that this addition to her income came out of his own pocket.
There can be little doubt that Swift and Stella were in love with each other, and in a deep and lasting manner. The tender and intimate journal to Stella with its 'little language' is proof enough of this. There are also the various poems he wrote to her on her birthday and other occasions. They are enigmatic, it is true, and capable of differing interpretations. He constantly draws attention to the changes wrought by time in her appearance, but never fails to praise her qualities of mind and heart:
STELLA this day is thirty-four (We shan't dispute a year or more); However, Stella, be not troubled. Although thy size and years are doubled Since first I saw thee at sixteen, The brightest virgin on the green; So little is thy form declined; Made up so largely in thy mind.
In the verses for I72I he wrote: Quite why he dwells so insistently on her physical deterioration is hard to understand: possibly it is to console her for the obvious ravages of phthisis from which she suffered, like Vanessa and so many of Swift's other women friends. She herselfrefers to this change in her appearance in her poem, St. Patrick'sDean, rour Country's Pride. In any case, raillery of some sort is necessary in verses of this kind to prevent them from becoming too extravagantly sentimental. Swift also repeatedly reminds her that he too is growing old.
Here is what he says about Stella as a nurse: Add this to the fact that he suffered from Meniere's disease, a most distressing ailment in which the sufferer feels as though he is being 'violently sea-sick in the middle of an earthquake' (Cawthorne, I 947) , and which is recognized as being enough to unnerve the strongest character-so much so that the 'severity of the symptoms of worry and mental distress makes . . . the diagnosis of a functional disorder very tempting' (Cawthorne, ibid.) . Is it any wonder that he became morose and gloomy, that growing bitterness caused a vicious circle of increasing frustration? He was not always like this, for in the early years of the century he was often gay and happy. And is it so very surprising that he developed even such a disquieting scatological obsession as he did?
Great authors cannot of course be measured by the same yard-stick as ordinary mortals. They are subjected to mental stresses and strains peculiar to themselves, and are frequently very concerned about their health-often quite unnecessarily, for if they avoid or survive the excesses of youth they frequently live to a great age. There is also a popular theory that most great authors are mentally unstable. As Dryden said:
Great wits are sure to madness near allied And thin partitions do their bounds divide. This is very true. Many great authors are sane enough in some ways-for instance, where money is concerned-and at the same time show psychopathic characteristics. Other famous authors who were obsessionals were John Donne, Samuel Johnson and Charles Dickens. i87
The Mental and Physical Health of Dean Swift But the Spa waters were unsuccessful, for they increased his vertigo and brought on swelling of the legs. In 1730 he was put on a strict regimen by Dr. Arbuthnot, who advised him to take emetics. first; then an electuary every morning, chiefly composed of conserve of orange and absinth, with some tincture of bark....
Lavender drops, antispasmodics, and bitters all show us some doctors thought his illness originated in the stomach.
The liver, spleen and other viscera have had their day since [said Wilde], but in Swift's time all diseases were referred to the stomach.
As he grew older his mind turned again and again to a matter which had interested him in his younger days. Wandering through the Liberties of St. Patrick's he must have seen many of the mentally afflicted roaming the streets, accepted by the common man as part of the social order of the day. To Swift their plight was a challenge. He worked and saved for fifteen years to establish a hospital for their care. That hospital still flourishes, still largely governed by the enlightened constitution which he devised. It is a sad postscript that so many people should still believe that he founded his hospital because he was afraid that he himself might become insane, and that he died as one of its inmates.
This, of course, is far from the truth. He died in his Deanery of that saddest of diseases, senile decay. About the year I74I or I742 when he was about seventy-five years of age he began to lose his memory and to act irrationally, and it was evident to those about him that his brain had failed, and that he had lapsed into a state of Second childishness and mere oblivion Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.
He was, in fact, suffering from what Dr. Oliver Gogarty somewhat cynically described as 'delayed burial'. He remained in this pathetic condition for three years before he died.
In I742 he suffered from a series of boils on his arms and body, and the swelling of his left upper eyelid which occurred at this time was probably also due to a boil. Russell Brain suggests that the aphasia from which he suffered may have been due to a resulting infective thrombo-phlebitis of the lower part of the frontal lobe. This may have been so, although the orbit appears quite normal in the death-mask in spite of Wilde's statement that the eye was 'sunken and collapsed within the orbit'. It is more likely that the aphasia was due to senile changes.
During his last years he was looked after by guardians appointed by the Commissioners in Lunacy, the principal ofwhom was the Reverend John Lyon. Other habitue's of the Deanery were the Reverend Francis Wilson, whom the Dean, with justification, seems to have disliked considerably, and the Reverend
